Background
At the November 1974 World Food Conference in Rome, Italy, Commonwealth delegates held three meetings in which members noted that climatic events combined with high fertiliser prices led to a shortage of food production, calling for increased support in domestic food production in low income food-importing countries. Such high importance was given to the issue that it was decided to convene a ministerial meeting for further intensive discussions. The seven-day long London Commonwealth Ministerial, held four months later, and where 34 member countries participated, was based on the subsequent research undertaken since the World Food Conference with the objective of exchanging information and sharing views on the challenges to rural development and food production.
Four decades later, another food crisis still affects the lives of millions of people around the globe. In 2008, the food crisis caused riots and unrest in a large number of countries. The situation remains critical, with food prices maintaining historically high levels. Both the price hikes and volatility adversely affect poverty reduction efforts and sustainable development strategies. Furthermore, the uncertainty in the global economic environment also confronts the prospect of food security for many of the poorest and small vulnerable economies (SVEs). Recent Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) estimates suggest that two-thirds of the world's hungry people (some 600 million people) live in just seven countries, of which three are in the Commonwealth (India, Bangladesh and Pakistan). Sub-Saharan Africa is also a badly affected region where the number of undernourished has soared in recent years.
This issue of Commonwealth Trade Hot Topics looks at the multiple dimensions of food insecurity and highlights the complexity in trying to design suitable trade policy to improve the food security needs of these countries.
Food insecurity -a persistent and recurrent problem
Food security is defined as all people at all times having physical and economic access to sufficient, safe, nutritious food to maintain a healthy and active life. The Commonwealth has on several occasions highlighted the need to tackle food insecurity, as reflected in, among others, the Declarations of the Commonwealth Heads of Government Meetings (CHOGMs) in Port of Spain, Trinidad and Tobago (2009) From the data and analysis provided by the EIU, the food affordability measure seems to have the greatest influence on aggregate food insecurity in these countries. The average food affordability score for all 105 countries included in the ranking is 50.5, but for the lowest ranked 14 Commonwealth countries, the comparable figure is as low as 27.9 -nearly 23 points lower.
Botswana, the highest ranked Commonwealth NFIDC in the list, has above average measures of food affordability and food availability, and food consumption as a share of household expenditure is the lowest of the group. Botswana (47) Sri Lanka (62) Uganda (71) Cameroon (74) Pakistan (75) Kenya (77) Nigeria (80) Bangladesh (81) Rwanda (90) Mozambique (91) Sierra Leone (94) Zambia (95) Malawi (98) Tanzania (99 Despite the low income level, Nigeria scores relatively high on the food availability index, when compared to the rest of the Commonwealth group, and particularly in terms of the average food supply component which estimates the per-capita food available for consumption. For Nigeria this measure is 20 per cent higher than that of Botswana. The food availability index is not only related to the consistent production and supply of food, but also takes into account the quality and efficiency of the distribution network that supplies food to consumers. Nigeria highlights the problem facing many poor Commonwealth countries, which is how to make food both available and affordable to the domestic population.
Challenges to the availability and affordability of quality food
The domestic production and supply of food could be disrupted by a number of environmental factors such as extreme climate conditions and natural disasters, land degradation and water shortages, change of land use from agricultural production, or the use of agricultural output for purposes other than food. The increase in demand for biofuels has been identified as another cause for the sharp increases in agricultural commodity prices.
Estimates indicate that by 2050, the world's population will be 9.1 billion and that agricultural production would need to grow globally by 70 per cent over the same period, and more specifically by almost 100 per cent in developing countries, to feed the growing population alone, excluding the resultant additional demand for crops as feedstock by the biofuel sector. At the same time, low levels of investment over time in agriculture in many developing countries have led to an increased dependency of these countries on food imports, particularly staples, from a limited number of sources. This thinning of global agriculture supply sources increases the probability of food crises in net-importing countries caused by any production shocks to the main food exporters.
The most recent food crises have shown that even when there is an adequate food supply, affordable access can be hindered by distribution mechanisms. Poor infrastructure limits the access of consumers in remote areas and this was identified by Commonwealth representatives during the first food crisis. In recent years, it has been pointed out that the rapid development of supply chains, and the existence of barriers to entry into domestic wholesale and retail markets, have implications not only for local providers of these services, but also for local producers who have to meet additional requirements in order to have their goods sold domestically.
Is there a trade solution?
During the recent crisis, countries used various international trade instruments to address the problem of availability and affordability of food. Some net food importers were able to change tariff policies to mitigate against volatile global food prices. Some net food exporters adopted export restraints seeking to ensure their own domestic food security. This action, however, led to further thinning of global food supply -which had rippling and often devastating consequences for food importers.
As part of a medium to long-term strategy, trade policy also has a role to play in securing domestic food security, particularly with respect to improving food availability. Under the prevailing situation of world trade in agricultural products being overwhelmingly dependent on a relatively few exporting countries, any impact on production in any one of the suppliers has an amplified effect on global food availability. An increasing response to this dependency has been a drive towards selfsufficiency and enhanced investment in domestic agricultural production in food importing countries. This approach should consider the practical realities of how these countries would competitively engage in domestic agricultural production given that for many, particularly for many small vulnerable economies, the small local market may not support an economically viable farm sector. The viability of a domestic agriculture sector in these countries would rely on the availability of export opportunities. Of course, supply-side constraints remain a major concern.
Countries with the potential to export agri-food products face a number of challenges, not least the tariffs and non-tariff barriers still obstructing agricultural trade. In addition, new challenges are emerging, contributing to rising costs of engaging in agriculture. 
Conclusion
The lack of access to quality, nutritious food is the result of wide-ranging multifaceted factors, which makes it a difficult crisis to tackle. Given the rise in demand and structural changes in food composition and likely rising use of land for biofuels, the problem of lack of food security may continue to persist. Multilateral trade discussions on this issue have focused on the concept of 'availability of adequate supplies of basic foodstuffs from external sources on reasonable terms and conditions', emphasising the need for continuous access for food, even during crises, through food aid or concessional financing of food imports. The outcome of the most recent food crisis has been a renewed call from some quarters for food importing countries to become more self-sufficient in food production, and reduce their dependency on food imports. This solution, however, must consider whether self-sufficiency is economically sustainable for all countries. For many Commonwealth small states, economically viable agricultural production is limited by the availability of crop land. For many developing countries where the domestic market is too small to support profitable levels of production, achieving an economically viable programme of agricultural self-sufficiency would require access to export markets which would absorb output and support larger scale, more efficient production.
The impact on the global food market, if all countries aim to achieve self-sufficiency in food production, requires further discussion. One can argue that as more countries pursue food selfsufficiency, there would be thinner global supplies. This gives rise to that argument that a sustainable solution to food crises would require a co-ordinated effort that reduces the dependency of many on the supply of a few.
Trade solutions to this problem are very complex. Dismantling the current barriers and agricultural policies in major exporters, it is argued, can cause an increase in food prices, the effects of which in the short term can lead to adverse consequences for food security as well as macroeconomic management. The long-term effect of whether the rise in prices can generate automatic supply responses from small vulnerable economies and LDCs with the potential to increase agricultural production is unclear. Such countries with potential for significant export response can benefit from Aid for Trade for productive capacity development and also for developing and implementing a system of standards, but there may still be hurdles to overcome in entering foreign markets especially if no global consensus is reached on how the poorest and most vulnerable countries are to be supported in their efforts to achieve food security.
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